2010: A 'Throwback' Election?
E very so often, professional baseball or football teams play what is known as "throwback" games, where they dress up in their franchise's uniforms from a bygone era. Often, the older, simpler look is from the 1920s or '30s, and marks a distinct contrast from their present day togs.
With political pundits steadily upping their predictions of Republican House gains this fall to 60 seats or more, the 2010 election may turn out to be a political version of these unique sports events -a "throwback" election.
Not since the presidential election year of 1948 has there been a swing of at least 60 House seats from one party to the other. And not since 1938 has it occurred in a midterm election. In short, a 60-seat shift is an outsized upheaval that seemed a relic of our past … that is, until now.
More than a half century ago, such mammoth changes were a regular part of the electoral landscape. There was an ebb and flow to congressional politics. Scores of House candidates were pulled into Congress on the coattails of the presidential winner, then often found themselves washed away two years later when they had to stand for reelection on their own.
From the end of the Civil War to the outset of the Cold War, there was an average of about one 60-seat House swing per decade. Often, the size of the swing was a lot higher than that. In the midterm election of 1894, for instance, the ruling Democrats faced conditions similar to today -with the nation in economic distress and a fervid brand of populism sweeping the heartland. The Democrats lost in the vicinity of 120 House seats, more than half their number at the time.
But after World War II, such great swings in the electoral pendulum became an historical marvel -viewed with awe but accepted as a part of the past. In postwar America, political machines began to decline. Congressional candidates grew more independent, finding fund-raising sources of their own. And as the size of the federal government grew, members of Congress had more to offer their constituents and contributors. In short, they became power centers of their own, and increasingly resistant to defeat.
Since 1948, there has been only one election where the swing reached even 50 House seats -that in 1994 when Republicans surged into control on both sides of Capitol Hill. But that election stood out as an aberration. In most of the congressional elections in the last quarter century, the partisan swing in House seats has been in single digits. That has provided first the Democrats and then the Republicans with lengthy periods of House control.
So quiet were congressional elections through much of the 1980s, 1990s and early 2000s that the period was sometimes referred to as the congressional "dead ball" era.
To explain why this was happening, political analysts pointed to the effects of pro-incumbent redistricting, the increased cost of campaigning -which tended to keep many worthy challengers on the sidelines -as well as the federal largesse that continued to be available to congressional incumbents and helped them sink deep roots in their districts.
But in recent years, the electoral environment has grown darker and darker, trumping the assets that congressional incumbents had built up. The highest unemployment rate in decades, expensive and long-running wars in the Middle East, and a burgeoning national deficit have contributed to ever higher levels of voter angst.
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Time has just about run out on the Democrats, at least in terms of reversing the basic measurements often used to divine midterm elections. The nationwide unemployment rate has remained virtually unchanged the past few months, registering 9.6% in the last pre-election figure that covers the month of September. That is the second highest rate for any midterm election in the last half century (slightly below only 1982). Meanwhile, President Barack Obama's job approval score has been mired below 50%, which often serves as the breakoff point between midterm competitiveness for the president's party and electoral disaster. And the generic congressional vote of late shows the Republicans maintaining a clear-cut advantage over the Democrats -a lead which widens when the polling converts from registered voters to the more GOP-friendly measurement of likely voters. Note: Midterm changes in congressional seats and governorships for the president's party are measured from the previous presidential election. Barack Obama's presidential approval rating and the latest congressional generic ballot results are both based on Gallup Polls. Obama's approval rating reflects a survey taken Oct. 18-24, 2010 ; the generic congressional ballot is based on a poll of registered voters taken Oct. 14-24, 2010. For other years, the presidential approval rating reflects the last one taken by Gallup immediately before the election, while the margin (or deficit) of the president's party in the national House tally is based on the actual election vote. The nationwide unemployment rate denotes the seasonally adjusted figure for September 2010. For other years, the midterm eve unemployment rates reflect the nationwide, seasonally adjusted, figure for the October before the November midterm election. An asterisk (*) indicates that Richard Nixon resigned the presidency in August 1974 with a final approval rating in the Gallup Poll of 24%. The last approval rating of his successor, Gerald Ford, before the 1974 midterm election was 54%.
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Largest Congressional Seat Shifts in Midterm Elections
The Republicans need to gain 39 seats next month to win control of the House of Representatives and 10 seats to gain the upper hand in the Senate. Midterm losses of 10 Senate seats or more by the president's party is a comparative rarity, happening only twice over the last 150 years. In contrast, midterm losses of 39 seats or more in House elections have occurred with far more regularity, taking place 14 times over the last century and a half. However, most of those House landslides were a generation or more ago. Only once in the last third of a century has the president's party lost more than 39 House seats in a midterm election, that in 1994 when control of Congress last switched from Democrat to Republican. their House candidates actually decline from the previous midterm election. In 1994, the GOP congressional vote zoomed upward by more than 9 million votes from 1990, while the Democratic tally declined by 400,000. The result: a GOP landslide of epic proportions.
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In 2006, the dynamic was similar. This time Democrats gained 8.5 million House votes from the post-9/11 midterm of 2002, while the GOP lost 1.5 million votes. The outcome was a wave not quite as large as 1994, but big enough to sweep the Democrats back into power on Capitol Hill.
Many observers are expecting 2010 to be another "big wave" election in the mode of 1994. But if Democrats hope to survive the voting next month, they will have to do what the Republicans did in 1982 and turn out their base in reasonably large numbers.
President Ronald Reagan and his GOP allies that year faced an economy basically as bad then as it is now, with the election-eve unemployment rate topping 10%. In his campaigning, Reagan pointed to the prospect of a brighter future and urged the GOP base to "Stay the Course." It was an admonition that helped draw Republicans to the polls. While the Democrats ultimately gained more than 6 million House votes from the previous midterm, Republicans increased their total by more than 3 million. Electoral disaster was averted for the GOP. They lost 26 House seats in 1982, but it could have been worse, much worse.
Democrats of late have been employing a two-pronged mobilization strategy when it comes to the party's biggest names. President Barack Obama has been focusing much of his campaign time in "blue" states, where there are large numbers of Democratic voters to motivate. Meanwhile, former President Bill Clinton has spent much of his energy boosting Democratic candidates in "purple" and "red" America, where he is generally viewed these days as more popular than Obama.
At the same time, Democratic strategists are also trying to expand the electorate. In 2008, they did just that, successfully enlisting the support of newly registered young, Hispanic and African-American voters to back Obama. But the president is not on the ballot this year. And even with Obama campaigning on college campuses and before minority audiences, it will be difficult to motivate these traditionally low-voting groups to turn out for other Democratic candidates in a midterm. In short, these new voters are a thin reed on which to peg the Democrats' electoral chances in 2010. But the combination of a reasonable turnout from the Democratic base and some help on the edges from youth and minorities may be just enough to keep the Democrats from being buried next week under a congressional landslide. We will know soon enough if that is the case.
(This text is based on columns published on Sept. 9 and Oct. 27 in the "Capital Journal" blog in the online edition of the Wall Street Journal.)
Issues matter. At least that has been the case in the 2010 midterm elections. Congressional votes on the economic stimulus, cap and trade, and health care have assumed a polarizing quality. Critics claim that they are prime examples of an expansive federal government that is spending far beyond its means in a time of economic uncertainty. Supporters contend that the economic bailouts were necessary to keep the nation's financial infrastructure from collapsing, and hail the other measures as vital to the nation's long-term well being. Listed next to the senators whose seats are up in 2010 are their votes on two of the more controversial issues in play in this year's campaign -the $700 billion bailout bill known as TARP (Troubled Asset Relief Program) In contrast, the anti-incumbent sentiment evident in House primaries could be viewed only at close range. While just a handful of representatives were primary losers, there was a sharp increase this year in the number who experienced some resistance in the primaries. Most congressional incumbents are unopposed or virtually unopposed for renomination. However, in 2010, nearly 60 House members lost at least 25% of their party's primary vote to challengers, almost double the total in any of the three previous primary seasons from 2004 through 2008.
But probably the most significant takeaway from this year's primaries was the proclivity of voters to take a Republican primary ballot. If 2008 is any guide, the GOP's 3-million vote advantage in the 2010 primaries bodes well for the party's prospects in this fall's general election.
Two years ago, it was the Democrats who were energized, with nearly 37 million voters participating in the party's presidential primaries compared to less than 21 million in the Republican contests. The high octane nominating struggle between Obama and Hillary Clinton was not only boffo box office for the Democrats, but was an early taste of the "enthusiasm gap" that would benefit the party in the election that fall.
This year, the vigor and energy has flipped to the GOP, as more than 18 million votes were cast in Republican primaries compared to 15 million on the Democratic side. The totals in large part are based on nearly complete but unofficial results from 42 states where a turnout comparison was readily available between the two parties.
In 25 of the 42 states, more ballots were cast in the Republican primaries, including nearly a dozen states that Obama carried in November 2008. It is a list that includes Colorado, Florida, Iowa, Michigan, Nevada, New Hampshire, Ohio, Washington and Wisconsin. In California, where there are more than two million more registered Democrats than Republicans, the primary tally for both parties this year was essentially even.
And in Delaware, more votes were cast in the Republican Senate primary between Rep. Michael Castle and Tea Party favorite Christine O'Donnell than in any of the state's previous three GOP presidential primaries. Credit the enthusiasm of conservative grass-roots activists for this year's higher numbers, as they helped O'Donnell defeat the seemingly invincible Castle.
Turnout, the Tea Party… all in all, it was a memorable primary season. It sets the stage for a general election Nov. 2 that many think will be even more eventful.
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T he election map in the online edition of the Wilmington NewsJournal was about as stark as it gets. Colored in red were the jurisdictions in Delaware carried in the Sept. 14 Republican Senate primary by the victorious Christine O'Donnell, a "Tea Party' favorite. Shaded in burgundy were those won by the "establishment" candidate, veteran Rep. (and former Gov.) Michael Castle.
O'Donnell defeated Castle by a margin of barely 3,500 out of more than 57,500 cast. But one look at the map, and a reader would assume that she had won by a landslide. For roughly 90% of the state was shaded red, with just the northern tip colored Castle's burgundy hue.
Yet the vote was close because it pitted the expansive terrain of smalltown Delaware (for O'Donnell) against the populous Wilmington metro area (for Castle). It was a geographic fault line that might define future intra-party GOP contests if the battle between the Tea Party and the Republican establishment spills into the 2012 election cycle.
The dividing line between the Castle and O'Donnell sectors lay roughly along Interstate 95, which traverses the state from the Maryland line to the Delaware River Bridge. To the north of I-95 is the city of Wilmington, the college town of Newark (the home of the University of
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Delaware Blue Hens), and a range of suburbs that include the affluent Brandywine Valley. In the Republican primary, virtually all of this area was Castle country.
To the south of I-95 is a totally different part of Delaware. The southern portion of the state is mainly known to vacationers for its beaches, particularly those in Bethany and Rehoboth. But most of the voters are found inland in small towns and hamlets, with roadside chicken barbecues and streets lined with American flags a staple of summertime living. This is a far more conservative part of the state than the "metro north" and in the Republican Senate primary it was O'Donnell territory.
The two sectors cast a roughly equal number of ballots in the GOP contest. O'Donnell won because she rolled up a larger share of the vote on her side of the map than Castle did on his. The latter took New Castle County (basically Wilmington and its suburbs) with 58% of the vote. O'Donnell swept southern Delaware (Kent and Sussex counties) with 64%.
Even transitory vacationers could see she had a far more active presence in rural areas than her opponent. As Labor Day approached, the main highway to the beaches was awash in a sea of O'Donnell signs, only occasionally interrupted by a solitary placard for Castle.
That enthusiasm for her was evident in the primary turnout. Fully 7,000 more votes were cast in the O'Donnell-Castle contest than in Delaware's Republican presidential primary two years earlier, with most of the gain in O'Donnell's rural stronghold. There, the number of ballots tallied jumped by roughly 5,500 from 2008, compared to an increase of less than 2,000 votes in the pro-Castle Wilmington area. 
